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New Designers
first met Amin Ismail in 2004 when he
joined our BSc (Hons) Product Design,
Innovation and Marketing Programme at
the University of Derby. A smartly dressed
and very polite guy who was clearly keen to
absorb as much information about design as
he could each and every time we met for a
tutorial. Over the years the fascinating story
of how he came to be on our course and in
fact in the UK began to unfold. 
Amin had fled from Baghdad University
in Iraq to a new life in Britain. Once here,
he had to practically start from scratch, get-
ting used to the culture and society he so
wanted to become an active part of, which
was made all the more difficult due the
added stress of worrying about his family
back home.  
However, Amin set about learning
English and quickly began to adapt to
British culture. He made friends through his
volunteer work as an interpreter for Derby
Refugee Advice Centre. Whilst there he
expressed an interest in continuing his edu-
cation and the centre staff pointed him in
the direction of the University of Derby.
The University prides itself on its support
for widening participation of foreign students
and with the help of the international
department, Amin’s skills and Iraqi qualifica-
tions were assessed to assist him with an
application through the UCAS system.
His passion for design was immediately
clear, however his approach to learning and
indeed academic staff seemed somewhat dif-
ferent to the other students. For a start, as a
33 year old man I was not used to the kind
of respect Amin addressed me with - in my
mind the sort of respect I would usually
reserve for addressing my father, or a police-
man. It was therefore obviously apparent
that the cultural difference with regard to
the student/lecturer relationship was quite a
large one. It is of course nice to be treated
with this sort of respect, but at Derby we
aim to let our students develop their charac-
ter and individuality and part of that process
is an informal, relaxed approach. “In
Baghdad, the relationship with your lecturer
is very formal and doesn’t really lend itself
to developing an understanding of the sub-
tleties of creative design,” explains Amin. “At
Derby I can chat with my lecturers, bounce
ideas around, discuss the colour, form, tex-
ture and manufacturing issues of my projects
and come away inspired to take the idea
further.”
Another aspect of British University edu-
cation was brought into sharp focus in a dis-
cussion with Amin recently. Over recent
months, the design press has been awash
with speculations and concerns of how
British design students are falling behind the
rest of the world and particularly the Far
East. It is believed that this is due to the fact
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that UK industry is off shoring manufactur-
ing, students only wish to create flights of
fancy and have no interest in seeing the
inside of a factory to develop well rounded
designs that can be manufactured and,
worse still, that academics are encouraging
this. However, Amin’s take on our Product
Design course is somewhat different.
“Studying in Baghdad was difficult because
everything we learnt was very theoretical,
there was neither the equipment from a
CAD or workshop point of view, nor any
companies that were making anything that
we could visit. At Derby, I have been on sev-
eral factory visits and worked on live project
briefs with companies like Britax and
Pera. The
tutors
work hard to maintain connections with
companies to keep the courses dynamic and
relevant,” he says.   
Amin’s final year project is a reflection of
his background, nationality and desire to
contribute to the society that he has become
a part of. For the past eight months he has
been working on the design for a rugged
translation device that can translate spoken
English words and phrases into Arabic lan-
guage, in real time for British soldiers in Iraq.
The device aims to incorporate voice recog-
nition based technology to deliver key phras-
es such as ‘Don’t shoot’, ‘Stay back’ and
‘Help will be here soon’ as well as aiming to
function correctly 100 per cent of the time.
“I wanted to find some way to thank British
soldiers for their honourable work in Iraq for
my people,” comments Amin. “These men
and women have left their loved
ones behind and in many
cases have sacri-
ficed
their lives to bring freedom to Iraq. I decided
to use my design skills to try to improve the
communication between soldiers and Iraqi
people in high risk situations where any mis-
understandings might lead to a tragedy.”   
Research conducted during the course
of the project has included poling British
soldiers in the UK with the help of the
MOD and Iraqi people in Baghdad in order
to firstly ascertain whether or not an elec-
tronic device would be suitable to such a
culturally sensitive and difficult environ-
ment. After this came back positive, the
hard work of creating a robust device that
would stand up to the job and be intuitive
to use began. “I found a company close to
the University that specialised in manufac-
turing robust handheld electronics for
supermarket warehouses who were able to
advise me on shock resistant plastics and
how to protect electronic components in a
device destined for harsh environments,”
he says. “Working in this way at University
is great because it turns a project idea into
reality and really prepares you for
working effectively in the indus-
try”.  
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Working with Amin has been a reward-
ing experience for me and among other
things has made me think about how I
approach understanding final end users. As
a designer, you could say that it is part of
our job to try to get inside the head of an
infinite amount of people depending on
what we are designing. Trying to under-
stand not only what appeals to them, but
also what they will intuitively understand
and want to use. Amin has made it clear to
me that in some instances, you can never
fully understand what is required from a
product unless you are the person who will
be using it, or are the person it will be used
on, but if you mix with the right people,
you can get very close. I find this quite
exciting, because as our University encour-
ages more diverse people to come into
higher education, not only from the UK,
but from all over the world, the cross fertili-
sation of ideas, cultures and professional
practices can only benefit design education
and the wider product design industry as a
whole.❙
Karl Hurn is a Senior Lecturer in the Product
Design Programmes at the University of Derby.
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